A central question in intertemporal decision making is why people reverse their own past choices. Someone who initially prefers a long-run outcome might fail to maintain that preference for long enough to see the outcome realized. Such behavior is usually understood as reflecting preference instability or self-control failure. However, if a decision maker is unsure exactly how long an awaited outcome will be delayed, a reversal can constitute the rational, utility-maximizing course of action. In the present behavioral experiments, we placed participants in timing environments where persistence toward delayed rewards was either productive or counterproductive. Our results show that human decision makers are responsive to statistical timing cues, modulating their level of persistence according to the distribution of delay durations they encounter. We conclude that temporal expectations act as a powerful and adaptive influence on people's tendency to sustain patient decisions.
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1. Introduction
Failures of persistence
Intertemporal decision behavior can appear to be dynamically inconsistent. As Ainslie (1975) framed the problem, ''people often change their preferences as time passes, even though they have found out nothing new about their situation'' (p. 464). Reversals of choices in domains as diverse and consequential as diet, addiction, and financial planning create the impression that preferences are fundamentally unstable. Understanding the cause of these reversals is important, since a tendency to sustain the pursuit of delayed rewards correlates with numerous positive life outcomes (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; Mischel, Shoda, & Peake, 1988; Shoda, Mischel, & Peake, 1990 ).
The predominant theoretical explanations for such reversals hold that multiple internal subsystems trade off control over behavior. The relevant subsystems have been variously characterized as cool vs. hot (Loewenstein, 1996; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999) , controlled vs. automatic (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998; Stanovich & West, 2000) , farsighted vs. myopic (Laibson, 1997; McClure, Laibson, Loewenstein, & Cohen, 2004) or instrumental vs. Pavlovian (Dayan, Niv, Seymour, & Daw, 2006) . A related idea is that preference instability can arise from non-exponential temporal discounting functions (Ainslie, 1975; Laibson, 1997; McClure et al., 2004; Strotz, 1955) .
Previous theoretical enterprises have focused largely on situations where decision makers hold full information about the times at which future outcomes will occur. However, the timing of real-world events is not always so predictable. Decision makers routinely wait for buses, job offers, weight loss, and other outcomes characterized by significant temporal uncertainty. Timing uncertainty is also a central feature of the well-known delay-of-gratification paradigm (Mischel & Ebbesen, 1970) , where young children must decide how long to continue waiting for a 0010-0277/$ -see front matter Ó 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2012.03.008
